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MERCURY: A REGIONAL PROBLEM
REQUIRES COLLABORATIVE EFFORTS
Mercuiy contamination is a global problem. Because mercury
emissions can travel great distances, regional strategies are
critical to addressing this environmental challenge. A number
of regional agreements have been signed to address persis-
tent, bioaccumulative toxics, including mercury.

Great Lakes Binational Toxics Strategy. The Great
Lakes Binational Toxics Strategy was signed in April 1997.
Under this agreement, Environment Canada (Canada's
federal environmental agency) and the US Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) in consultation with other fed-
eral departments and agencies, the Great Lake states, the
Province of Ontario, and Native American tribes (US) and
First Nations (Canada) are working with public and pri-
vate partners toward the goal of "virtual elimination" from
the Great Lakes Basin of anthropogenic (resulting from
human activity) releases of 12 persistent bioaccumulative
and toxic substances, including mercury.

The Strategy lays out different challenges for the US
and Canada. The US challenge is to "seek by 2006, a 50%
reduction nationally in the deliberate use of mercury and a
50% reduction in the release of mercury from sources
resulting from human activity...to the air nationwide and
of releases to the water within the Great Lakes Basin."

The Canadian challenge is to "seek by 2000, a 90%
reduction in the release of mercury, or where warranted the
use of mercury, from polluting sources resulting from human
activity in the Great Lakes Basin."

One important feature of the Strategy is its reliance on
public/private partnerships. Three voluntary commitments
from industry partners have been developed as a result of the
Binational Strategy. A Memorandum of Understanding
(MOU) between the EPA and the American Hospital Associ-
ation calls for the virtual elimination of mercury-containing
waste from the health care industry wastestream by 2005 and
reducing total hospital waste volume 33% by 2005 and 50%
by 2010. The Chlorine Institute, representing the chlorine
industy, has made a voluntary commitment to reduce mer-
cury use by 50% by 2005. The northwest Indiana steel mills
signed a voluntary agreement in September 1998 with the
Lake Michigan Forum (which includes representatives from
agriculture, industry, environmental groups, sport fishing
groups, academia, and Native American tribes), the Michigan
Department of Environmental Quality, and the EPA to
reduce mercury found in tools and other products in mills.

In Canada there have been a number of initiatives target-
ing mercury reduction under the Strategy. The Association of

Municipal Recycling Coordinators (AMRC) is working with
several Ontario communities to establish household outreach
and community collection programs for mercury-containing
devices. The Ontario Dental Association is developing a pro-
gram to manage mercury releases from dental offices.

North American Agreement on Environmental Coop-
eration's Mercury Action Plan. The Commission for
Environmental Cooperation (CEC) is an organization created
under the North American Agreement for Environmental
Cooperation to address regional environmental concerns. The
Agreement complements the environmental provisions estab-
lished in the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA).

In 1995, the CEC adopted a resolution mandating how the
participating govemments (Canada, Mexico, and the United
States) will cooperate to improve the sound management of
chemicals, giving priority to persistent, bioaccumulative, and
toNic substances. Under the Sound Management of Chemicals
program, the Council decided that there was some urgency to
developing action plans for chlordane, DDT, PCBs, and mer-
cury. An initial mercury action plan was signed in November
1997. A revised or Phase 2 Action Plan is currently under
development by a task group that includes representatives fiom
the three govenmments, academia, environmental interests, and
industry. The Phase 2 Implementation Plan is expected to be
ready for signature by the Council of Ministers in December
1999 after extensive public consultation.

UN Economic Commission for Europe's Heavy
Metals Protocol. The 54 member countries of the
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe,
including the US and Canada, developed a Convention on
the Long Range Transport of Atmospheric Pollutants, or
the LRTAP Convention, in 1976. Through this conven-
tion, member countries have put in place several legally
binding international protocols to deal with atmospheric
pollution. The first protocols dealt with acid rain and nitro-
gen oxides. The two most recent initiatives include proto-
cols on persistent organic pollutants and heavy metals.

On June 24, 1998, the Executive Body to the LRTAP
Convention adopted the Protocol on Heavy Metals, which
targets three particularly harmful metals: cadmium, lead, and
mercury. Parties are required to reduce their emissions of
these three metals from industrial sources; combustion
processes such as coal-powered electricity generation; and
incineration of municipal and medical wastes.
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The Protocol introduces measures to decrease the use For each of these action items there are a number of spe-
of products such as mercury-containing batteie and pro cific recommendations, ranging from regional actions to
poses management measures fir other mercur-lcontain- be | taken-such as adopting emissions guidelines for
ing products, such as elctitl com nets the ttal aste comust ringent than
switches), measurng dev s (ermomes- manome- f standard oomre en recommendations
ters, barometers), fluoresc lamps, dentalaalm, pes- such as advocaing for the safe management of US
ticides, and paint. (Mercury was removed from paint im Department of Defense mercury stockpiles.
the US in the early 1990s.) To assist the jurisdictions involved with the Plan in devel-

One of the benefits of tiheP ol les inibng less i rategies f ercury-cont roducts, the North-
developed Eastern Euopeanc tis in n astWaste Management iAssociation held a Mer-
that will ultimately reduce mnanyloball sources cuy-Con PductsSumit on January 25, 1999, in
of mercury emissions. Conn--ecticut. hne meeting focused on lighting, switches,

measunng devices, and chemical products with intentionally
New E d Goors and Easter Cana n Pre- added mercury-
miers' Meury Action P .Te six NeEgland gover- EPA-New E nd has cNew En0a med-
nors and five Eastem Canai premiers s a resoluton ical facilities to lead the nation in eliminatingm y and
adopting a Regional MercuryAcin Plan i J 1998. The m waste by 2003, two years betore the
plan was developed by representatives of thei six New Eng- national goal. Other efforts are underway to eliminate mer-
land states and the five Eastern Canadian p es with cury products from hospitals. During the of 19, a
input from the EPA; Enioent Canada;theCEC; and hosital in Bostoni and another in New Hampshire initiated
two interstate environmental organization-the Northeast fever thermometerexheange prog rmfor their emploes. In
Waste Management il Ass i (which inudes pblcized events, these hospitals together colected
officials from the New Engld states and NewYiok State) mored-than 1400 fever thermometers and provided a non-mer-
and Northeast CoordintedAir Use Manageme (an organi- cqury hermometer in exchange.
zation of air management ofial from thea-New E In a related initiative, the Nova Scotia Department of
states, New York State, an New long. E ronmentio with the Nova Scotia Dental Associ-
tenn goal is the virtual eimination of dis- ation to andum of understanding that will
charges of mercury into the envihroment. Te short-term goal address mercury releases from dental offices.
is a reduction of at least 501% by the year 2003 through emis-
sion reduction as well as source reduction. ad safe waste Luke Trip
management. Jeri Weiss, MS

The Pla ndraws on fiv i: (a) lhe
"precautionaryprinciple":"Where there are threats serious :0Mr. Trip is the Manager, Heavy Metals Issues, Environment Canada,
and irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty 0 Quebec. Ms. Weiss is an Environmental Protection Specialist with
not be a rationale for postponing measuresito prevent envi. 0the US Environmental Protection Agency, Region 1, Boston.
ronmental degradation and to protect public health." (b) .0 0 V in tdis manuscript arete professional opinions of
Reducing mercury i one e n dm h athors and shoul not be as polki oftr respectve
result ini cona ai off0ante meim ()0Coit
efforts of the New g states and Eastern Canadiani
provinces are necessary for effective strategies tofaddress mer- FOR MORE INFORMATION:
cury issues. (d) Environmental goals andocein keep-
ing wih se

and huanlhealih beni
although out-of-region s(
environmental threat, t
other regi shouMlnot
within the egio.

na an Jeri Weiss, EPA, I Congress Street (CME), Suite 1 100, Boston MA 02114;

,f;7- ectl0 te 617-918-i68; fax 617-918-1505; e-mail <weiss.jeri@ epa.gov>.
s pr ple": Lu Trip, Environment Canada, 351 St. Joseph Blvd., Hull, Quebec
butor to this KIAOH3, Canada; tel. 819-997-1967; fax 819-994-3479; e-mail
iefrts with <Iuke.trip@ecgc.ca>.
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